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I n this article wereportonourqualitativestudyinvolvingeightindi victuals hi red to 
transcri be research tapes i n uni versi ty ODntE>cts We oonsi der i ssues of data analysi s 
and data trustworthi ness and the i mpl i cati cns for bDth when transcri pti on i s assi gned to 
someone cither than the researcher. We expl ore the chal I enges transcri bers faced 
crmpletingtheirvvorK transcription dedsionsthe/madeinsitu, and theeffoctsofthe 
transcri ber^ degree of i nvestment i n the research on the transcri pts produced. We 
hi ghi i ghtthe need for researchers to adcroAf edge transcri pti on as an i rrportantaspect 
of the research process and take seri ousi y the ded si on of vtho transcri bes 

Keywcrds transcri ptiort qualitativemethodcricgy data trustworthiness intervieAing 
research assi stants 


Cetartideofffeun compte-rendu d' uneetudequalitativeconcernanthuiti ndi vidus 
embauchfepourtranscri redes cassettes de recherchedansun cmtBcteuniversitai re 
N ousetudionslaproblerrBtiquedel'analysedesdonnffis, delafiabilitedesdonneeset 
du rdlequ'ellesjouentdanslatranscription acmrrplie par quel qd un d' autre quele 
chercheur. N ous expl orcns I es defi s auxquel s I es prqaosfe a I a machi ne a transcri re 
fbntfaoedanslarealisationdeleurtravail, dansleursdedsionsin situ etleseffetssur 
la transcription finale de leur niveau d'investissement dans la rechierche N ous 
souligncns le besoin que les chercheurs recmnaissentia transcription comme un 
aspectimportantdu prcoessusderechercheetdeprendreau serieuxlechoixdeceux 
qui fbnti a transcri pti on. 

Mots-dfe: transcri pti on methodologe qualitative fiabilitedesdonnees, entra/ues, 
assi stants de rechierche 


The use of qualitative methodology in educational contexts has gnw\n 
tremendously in the last f&jv decades I n education faculties both 
professors and students are turning to qualitative methodologies to 
interrogate questions of practice and other areas of educational import 
(Page 2301). In particular, educational researchers use various forms 
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of i ntETvi ®Ai ng as a pri mary method of data od I ecti on and transcri pts 
as a means of re/presenti ng that data i n tE>ct H CAA>^er, transcri ption 
issues are seldom addressed in reports of qualitative research or in 
discussions of qualitative methodologies. Given that transcri pts, 
although tvvoe removed from the ori g nal conversations recorded, are 
te>ct5 central to analysis it is surprising that little attention has been 
paid to the transcription process (Lapadat 2XD). For the most part 
transcri ption continues to be considered a mechanical chore(Agar, 199G 
LapadatSi Linds^ 199^. The lack of attention paid to the process is 
related, at I east parti ally to perceptions that transcri ption is merely a 
matter of transferri ng what was captured on tape to te>ct a perception 
entrenched in the field. Connected to this notion of transference is the 
assumpti on that a one-to-one correspondence occurs between the tape 
and te>ct that transcri bers have captured the reality of the recorded 
conversation in the transcript (Green, Franquiz, & Dixon, 1997; Mi shier, 

1 991 ) . Such posi ti vi stassumpti ons support the acceptance of transcri pts 
as authoritative texts that hold certain truths and maintain that the 
accuracy of transcripts is dictated by the ability of the person 
transcribing to sustain an olg active stance 

Methodsof turning talk into text have been addressed in the I iterate re 
in multiple ways that cross disd pi inary boundaries (Lapadat & 
Lindsay, 1999 Ochs 1979 ten Have 1997). In our research on 
transcri pti on, we cri ti que the naive real i sm that I eaves urquesti oned 
the possibility of an olg active transcriber, and ignores the complexities 
of transcription, which resemble more the work of translation than 
thatoftransferenae(Kvale 1999 Lapadat& Linds^, 1999 Poland, 1999 
Tilley, 2903a). We argue vvth Lapadat and Lindsay and others that 
transcription is an interpretive act from which arises " analytic and 
theoretical issues that are inherent in any form of representation" 
(Mishler, 1991, p. 277). 

A Ithough scholars have paid some attention to the complexities of 
this interpretive process they have made scantmention of the factthat 
researchers and/or i ntervi eAers are ffequenti y not the ones compl eti ng 
the transcri ption task; therefore other people often hi red for the task, 
i nfl uence what appears in text and what researchers use for analysis 

Inthisartide we report on a study thatexamines the experiences of 
individuals hired to transcribe research tapes in university contexts^ 
Parti d pants recruited were graduate students hired as research 
assi stants (RA s) or i ndi vi dual s no I onger students but hi red to compl ete 
transcription work on an individual contract basis Questions central 
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to this study induded: What is the relation between the transcription 
process and trustwerthi ness of data? What are the i mpl i cati ons for 
researcher's analysi s when the w>ork of transcri ption i nvolves another 
person?A nd to whatdegree does the transcriber's I ofinvolvement 

i n the research affect the transcri pts produced? 

T hroughout thi s artide we indude extensive quotes from our 
parti d pant- transcri bers to provide more than our words as re/ 
presentations of what was said. In addition to assigning pseudortyms 
to transcribers we have changed identifying information to maintain 
anonymity and confidentiality. We edited transcri pt excerpts for 
purposes of darity taking care in as much as possible notto affect our 
parti d pants' intended meanings For example we chose to ddete 
extensive repetition of wends such as " urrf and " ah" and repetitive 
phrases and to edit for tense agreement for ease of readi ng. We 
acknowledge the I i mi taticns of dipping snipping andjuxtaposing 
quotes to re/present our parti d pants' retel I i ng of thei r experi enoes 
hcwe/er, we belie/e the picture constructed has much to tell. 

THE RESEARCH PROJECT 

Participants 

A 1 1 ei ght parti d pant-transcri bers i n thi s study were hi red for 
transcription work completed at Canadian universities. The 
transcribers were involved in a rangeof research prgects from small 
studies vvth one pri nopal researcher to large externally funded 
prgects conducted by a research team The extent of their involvement 
i n the research prg ects vari ed. Some transcri bers transcri bed research 
tapes only otherswereintricately tied to many aspects of the research 
conducted and feltinvested intheprgect Variations existed on both 
these situations 

D ata 

I nterview^ served as the primary data for our research. Each 
parti d pant-transcri ber took part i n two i n-depth, open-ended 
intervi^AS that we audio taped (Fontana & Frey, 200Q Hollwey& 
Jefferson, 1997; Merriam 1996). Our intervieA/ questions focused on 
the transcri bers' experi ences of transcri pti on work, refi ected our 
interests in uncovering the weys in which individuals transcribing 
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tapes i nfl uenoed the transcri pts constructEd. We al so wxitB fi el dnotes 
(Sanjek, 1990) after each interview to contextualize the interview 
experi ence and to record i nformati on often not captured on the tape A s 
well, we kept methodology journals to document and critique our 
process, note our frustrations store analytic thoughts and write 
recommend ati ons 

0 ur T ranscri pti on Practi ces 

When designing our study, we were cognizant that our research 
questions addressed issues that we needed to consider in our own 
research practice Wedid not isolate the emphasis on transcri pti on and 
its ties to trustwerthi ness of data as a topic of research for the prgect 

1 nstead, thi s emphasi s wes i ntri catel y weven i nto our research desi gn. 
We were conducting educational research, using intervi^Aing as the 
primary source of data and constructing interview transcri pts that 
served to re/present i n-depth, open-ended conversations We were 
engagi ng i n research practi ces that we were al so research! ng with our 
parti d pant-transcri bers We appi i ed the data we ool I ected and anal yzed 
in our prgect to our cwn research practice as a wey to critique and 

i noorporate change i nto the emergent desi gn 

A tthe desi gn stage of thi s study we ded ded thatwe waul d transcri be 
all intervi^A/tapes ourselves In our transcri pti on work, we aimed for 
oonsistenq/ while acknowiedgng the interpretive analytical process 
that transcri pti on involves and the challenges inherent in attempting 
to produce accurate re/presentaticn of taped conversation (Lapadat 
2000 Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999 Tilley, 2003a, 2003b). First we 
oonstnucted a set of transcription conventions thatwe both agreed to 
fc)llcw(A ppendixA). We both transcri bed the same two! ntervieA/tapes 
to test the appropri ateness of our conventi ons and made si i ght 
alterations We ded ded overall the conventi ons Wycrked well asa result 
of the lengthy discussions we had, about the detail and structure 
necessary for our transcri pts prior to transcri bi ng 

Because researchers need to construct transcri pti on ^sterns to serve 
the needs of sped tic research prgects we connected our transcription 
ded si ons to the purpose of our research and our pi ans fcr anal ysi s F or 
example our oonventionsproduoed transcri ptsappropriatefcr research 
focused on understanding parti d pants' experiences of transcription 
work through the re-tel I i ng of thei r i nvol vement i n the process 0 ur 
ai m wes to re/present these experiences so the conventions we used 
were general i n nature not cal I i ng fcr mi nute detai I s such as exact 
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counts of al I pauses and hesitations i n the recorded conversations T he 
transcri pts oonstructed vvere suited to analysi s procedures estabi i shed 
to uncover codes categories and themes connected to understandi ng 
parti d pant experi ence T hese same conventi ons v\oul d be i nadequate 
in research prgects emphasizing language structures embedded in 
i ntervi ew conversati ons (conversational analysis or discourse 
analysis), vUnich call for a depth C3f predsion not necessary for cur 
purpcee(Kvale 199Q O’Connell & KcvUe 1999 Silverman, 1994). 

Asa means of red ud ng errors and maxi mi zi ng transcri pti on qual i ty 
in cur study, v\e rwi^Aed each transcri pt prcduced. With completed 
transcript in hand, v\« returned to the audiotape listening and 
comparing tape and text to ensure in as much as possible ameasureof 
agreementbetween v\>hatv\>assaid and thev\>^ it was re/presented in 
text The size of cur study made such an assessment process possible 

Member Checking 

Systemati c member checki ng i sone methcd qual itati ve researchers use 
to asoertai n wTiether or not data are trustwDrthy (L i nool n & G uba 
1965). Often parti d pants receive transcri pts butvvthout any indication 
of hew researchers have i nterpreted thei r words A fter transcri bi ng 
and coding cur i ntervi eA/ tapes (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996) Miles & 
H uberman, 1994), we sent transcripts plus statements of our 
preliminary interpretations to parti d pant-transcribers for member- 
checks (Cre^Aell, 2902 Lincoln & Cuba 1965). We oonstructed these 
^nopses by worki ng through transcri pts page-by-page noti ng key 
themes and draw nge/idenoe to supportcur analysis Our parti d pant- 
transcribers took the opportunity to darify and/cr elaborate on the 
recorded oonversation, as well as critique the ways in wTiich we were 
i nterpreti ng thei r words ty maki ng comments on the documents before 
returning them 

FINDINGS: "TRANSCRIPTION, HOWHARD COULD IT BE?' 

Transcription Work 

A I though our transcri ber- parti d pants come from a variety of 
disd pi inary backgrounds and had varying degrees of research 
experience all of them told of having little or no knrow^edge of 
transcription before starting to transcri be research tapes Indiscussing 
thei r backgrounds half of them talked about the I imitations of course 
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WDrk in learning about qualitative research. Asked if his professors 
&/er discussed transcription in the dassroom N el son explained: 

Even in the research CDursel took transcription was hardly a/er discussed. You knew 
wedi d al I the sortof work, theever archi ng patterns, compari ng panadi gms of research 
but transcription was probably na/er to be found anywhere or night have been 
mentioned onog fbrarriorrierTtandthatwasit (Nelson, transcripti, p. 6of2^ 

The transcriber^ stori es of the I i tile status afforded transcription WDrk 
reflect research literature in which transcription is often vi»A>ed as a 
mundane task (A gar, 199Q Lapadat& Linds^, 199^, usually oompleted 
by someone other than the researcher, cr if discussed at al I, is given 
minimal attention (Silverman, 1994). 

Transcriptiort hewhard oould itbe? I'mjusttyping up whatl'm hearing (Edmond, 
transcripti, p. 7 of 44) 

She [T he pri nd pal researcher] j ust handed me a bunch [of tapes], " H ere transcri be 
them" (Allison, transcripti, p. 6of2^ 

A Nison's description echoes that of all but one of the transcribers’ 
experi enoes of taki ng up transcri pti on work vv thout any d ear 
directions The pri nopal researchers did not invdve them in discussions 
of transcription work nor wore they provided instructions on hew/to 
oompletE the task. A Nison describesgdng" blindly through" herwork. 

I've learned these [transcription] skills by doing itwrong right? Or by process of 
elimination, or whether, j ust from try cwn going blindly through it . . . Some 
researchers thinkthatitdoesritmatterorthatstheimpressi on anywey thathewa/erit 
is its fine ... JUST DO IT. (Allison, transcripti, p. 11 of 26) 

S^eral parti d pant-transcri bers al so oompl ai ned aboutthe resources 
available and the questionable quality of the equi pment they used. 
Nelson, for example described his initial experiences transcribing by 
playing the research tapes on a traditional stereo unaware thatspedfic 
equi pment existed to aid in transcri pti on work. Nora told of searching 
for a transcri pti on machi ne i n her faculty rescuroe centre and fi ndi ng 
one that had been relegated to the trash because of its poor condition. 
The lack of equipment either available or made available for 
transcription work indicates the degree of seriousness vvth whiich 
prindpal researchers vi®A/ the process 

Parti d pant-transcri bers di scussed a further chal I enge of "j ustty pi ng 
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up vUnatonds hearing' in relation to the quality of tape recordings. 
Most of the transcri bers oompl ai ned of " mufifl ed" tapes " background 
noise" and i nten/i e\Aers who placed the tape recorder doser to 
themselves and further awey from the person being interviewed. 
Sharon, an experienced transcriber involved in se/eral prgectsvvth 
many di fiferent researchers expl ai ns that 

ThewDTStkind of stuftis noise. . . nois^ a number of people vUro do this isjust 
amazingbutth^ll do an interviaA/in a noi^ cafeteria the/ll doitonatrain, ona 
sul:>Aay [laughter], . . . Sometimesyoujusthave[a] bad tape vUrere the motor of the 
machi ne is somehow real I y noi^ (Sharon, transcripti, p. 25of51) 

With limited transcription knovUedge and f®A/if any directions 
provi ded by pri nd pal researchers the transcri bers i n our study 
d^eloped strategies to cveroome challenges and make transcription 
dedsions about representing in text the interactions heard on tape 
The/ made ded si ons about formatting indicating emotional responses 
such as I aughter or shouti ng and punctuating the text A I though most 
of the transcri bers tal ked of tri al by error experi ences two of them did 
create more detailed notation ^sterns "I did take notes of that though 
. . . I wrote notes dcwri about why I dedded to remove it [a word] or 
not' (Yvonne transcripti, p. 7 of 25). Only Yvonne shared those notes 
on her dedsions vvth her prindpal researcher. Prindpal researchers 
seemed to assume that either transcri bers al ready had the kncwledge 
and/or the experience needed to complete the task, orthattheydid not 
need help because the degree of complication did not warrant 
comprehensive discussion and direction. Such assumptions are 
parti cul arl y probi emati c oonsi deri ng that the parti d pant-transcri bers 
were maki ng ded si ons abouttranscri pti on i n i sd ati on from the research 
prgect 

I n al I cases transcri bers made ded si ons whi I e transcri bi ng that 
influenced what ultimately appeared in text and that prindpal 
researchers accepted as re/presenting the data Nelson admited te 
"guessing' whenthetapewesdiffiojlttehearand asaresultomitling 
I arge seed ons of und ear tape 

ItsalotofreA/inding tryingtolistEntDitagainandagain. . . . There are momentB of 
guessing and then there is a lot of" undear," you knewyoL/ rejust skipping large 
seed ons thatare und ear. (N elsog transcript P- 8of 29) 

I n this instance N el son was external te the research prgectand had no 
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other i nfbrmati on to hel p hi m makes sense of the reoorded oonversati on 
All transcribersindi Gated thataoommon decision they made in their 
transcription wark was to omit or to write in brackets 
"indistinguishable" or something similar when they couldn't 
understand the tape perhaps assuningthatpri nopal researchers could 
recall the original interaction and fill in the missed information. 
Hcwe/er, prindpal researchers do not always conduct the intervieAf 
in such cases they could not recall missing pieces making the problem 
of transcri ber omi ssi ons more oompi ex. 

Edmond described making purposeful, executivededsionson what 
to i nd ude i n hi s transcri pts 

I ' veseen absd utEly verbati m transcri pti ons brfbre and rri newas notactual I y verbati m 
I still ar^itlBdthingsatr^yc^An discretion. I wxiidjustleaveoutlikemgor, loitsofbig 
chunksvNherepeopleargustchatlEringaboutstLjffthatl thoughtwas insignificant not 
insignificantbutinsignificanttD the project [I ndividualsontape] really going off on a 
tangent Wheretherewerq usttoo many peopi etal ki ng atthesameti mg I j ustwas I i ke 
"You kncwvNhat wd re not going to deal wth that its not important [laughing]." 
(Edmond, transcripti, pp. 8-9of44) 

Edmond ispositioned more as an invested transcri ber than as someone 
external to the prgect He was involved in the research in multiple 
ways i nd udi ng conduct] ng the i ntervi^AS he descri bes transcri bi ng 
He did more than lift words from tape to text he interpreted and 
analyzed as he made hi sded si ons perhaps feeling free to make executive 
dedsionsonwhattoindudeor not because of his I ^el of involvement 
i n the research. Edmond's descri ption ill ustrates the possi bi I ities that 
exist for significant data to not find its way into a researcher's hands 
and therefore be excluded from the analysis. If researchers 
systematically compared transcripts against tapes dedsions by 
individual transcribers would be made visible and the researchers 
could assess whether the dedsions were appropriate Edmond explained 
to us that the pri nd pal researcher accepted the transcri pts he 
constructed vvthoutany mechani sm i n pi ace to check tape agai nsttext 
I n our discussions with transcribers we made se/eral observations 
the/ had I ittlekroA^ edge oftranscri ption when they started the r work 
the prindpal researchers did not often communicate with them the/ 
faced many challenges in completing the work, and they made" on-the- 
spot' ded si ons about transcribing Asa result we cond ude that there 
are often reasonable grounds to question the trustworthiness of 
transcripts and ul ti matel y the research findings based on the r analysis 
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Verbatim Transcripts 

[T]hevery noti on of accuracy cf transcription is problematicgventheintErsulgective 
natureofhumanocmmunicatioa andtranscriptionasanintErpretiveactivily (Poland, 
1995 p. 297) 

A lthc)ughlitIle&/idoTaeexistBdthat;transcribersrTeaeived muchdirTection 
about the transcri pti on process, al I oommented i n re- tel I i ng thei r 
experienoes on the importarKK of transcribing research tapes verbatim 
to produce accurate texts, their dedsions dearly grounded in realist 
assumptions T he/ understood accuraq/ as an exact match between what 
was recorded on tape and what was transcri bed i n text D uri ng thei r 
i ntervieAe, rone of the transcri bers questioned the possi bi I ities of 
produd ng such a match. 

I alweys had i n rry rri nd thatithasto beaccunatE JLJStgetit\Aord-fbr-\Aord. T hafsvNtiat 
th^[neseanchers]areaskingandthafs\Ahatthe/arepcyingrrBlDdQ (Andrea transcript 
1, p. 17of3C| 

Parti d pant-transcri bers understood the possi bi I i ty of capturi ng what 
was sai d cn tape word -for- word as an ability connected to the degree to 
whi ch the transcriber maintained olgectivity Grace spoke of her concern 
of passing on" biased datcC to her researcher Belcw/sheackncw^edged 
thatdata are" screened" through her, while in the same breath suggested 
thatthebestw^ to produce unbiased data was to remain neutral herself 
an achi cement accompli shed through individual effort 

[T]hedata the researcher got was the data screened through me Somehcw/I feel the 
needtobeunbiased. VeryimportantI needtobevery neutral. Otherwise the researcher 
nightgetsome biased data and thats really unfair for her (Graog transcri pti, p. 14cr 
37) 

Ironically the transcri bers, while pursuing the quest for olgectivity and 
pl^ingdcwntherdeof interpretHtion i n thei r work, also spoke of the 
w^s in which the/ became involved with the tapes they transcribed. 
N el son's comment prcvi des an exampi e of thi s thi nki ng 

[I ]f somebody is describing something so harrowing you knew/you are making all 
kinds of judgments of that sulgect of a/en the interviaAer, of the winole process I 
rememberdistinctly beingtroubled ty transcribing this one tape becausg youkncw/l 
couldrithelp buthavethisfeelingthathcw/couldshe[thepartidpantontap^ havebeen 
so passive; you know/ to have taken such a, to have been sulg ect to so much 
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discrimi nation vvithoLJtfighting back and doingsomething SotheprocEsscftranscribing 
it 3 itsneBlIymes^withall thesekind of hi stories, anxiedesthad feel \AhenTm listening 
tothestories (Nelson transcripti, pp. 19-2Dof29) 

TranscribersNAyenepulled in by the stoles they transcribed, forgetting to 
keep the d i stance neoessary to support their d aims of dgectivity Other 
research in this area (Tilley 2303a) has illustrated instances vvhere the 
transcriber’s involvement wth voices captured on tape influenced the 
flnal transcripts They made more prominent either by aoddentor 
intentionally the voices they favoured. 

A long with their concerns fcroonstruotingverbatimtB>cts an elusive 
gcal consi dering the enormous I OSS experi enced wfien live conversation 
isproduced as skeletal te>ct parti d pants also alluded to the i mportance 
of prc)dudng"gc)C)d" transcri pts that took the form of polished te>cts 

I spell check thingssothe/aregeBing good [transcripts]. Mycorrriandcfgnarrrnarand 
spelling is pretty good so they [researchers] getwel I -punctuated stuff I think VNhatl'm 
gets ngcorrpliiTEntBd for isthattheygetgood transcri pts back. (Sharor transcripti, p. 
17 of 51) 

lnSharcn'svieA/a"gc)C)d" transcri ptis a grammatical I y correct tE>ct that 
isproperfy punctuated. Without considering the differences inherent in 
conversation and written text she produced wfiat she considers a good 
transcript but in the process did not question thedegree to whiich the 
transcript actually represented the intervi^Aees' intended meanings 
PeopI d s tal k refl ects a thi nki ng-as-speaki ng process that i s often d i ffl cul t 
to re/present as text Punctuation dedsions are complex and important 
to the construction of the transcript The transcriber's dedsions on hew/ 
to represent the fl cw/ of oonversati on i nfl uence the mean! ngs that 
individualsreadingthetranscriptsassigntDwhatwassaid. Transcribers 
often feel pressure to tidy up " the messi nesd' of oonversation and to 
produce a poll shed text that although nice to look at m^notrefleetthe 
original oonversation or intended meanings Produdng a transcript as 
dose an approximation as possible to the conversation taped is a 
worthwhiilegoal thatm^notbeachi&/edasaresultofsuchapc)lishing 
process 

A critique of the assumptions informing ooncepts such as verbatim 
texts aocurate transcripts and otgective transcribers is particularly 
important considering the w>^s in whiich transcripts once produced 
often take the pi ace of the tapes and are treated as rawdata I n our study, 
parti d pant- transcri bers, distanced from the research, produced 
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transcripts that researchers used as if rawdatg often not returning to 
the tapes or aooDunting for the differences among the original 
oonversations tapes and transcripts Wesuggestthatitisimportantto 
dispel the embedded assumptions that tape is equivalent to datq that 
the transcri pt i s equi val ent to the tape and therefore that transcri pts 
equal data Or as Pol and (1995) vvams "oonaemvvth ensuring transcri pts 
are aocuratB unreflexively oonfl ate lived experience of the one-to- 

one conversation with recorded speech (tapes) and thisspeech with the 
written Wyord (transcript)" (p. 291). 

Distancing Dynamicand Trustworthy Data 

Conversations with transcribers pci nted to w^s in which their distance 
from the research influenced dedsions that shaped their transcripts 
Transcri bersspckeabouttheir lackoffaniliarity with the language and 
culture connected to the research emphasis and context They were 
distanced from the content captured on tape and this presented itscwo 
complications Sharon a transcriber external to the research describes 
cne such experi erxE 

I listEnedtDthetapeandl could notunderstand. I initially I oouldritunderstand 9C% of 
XAfiattheguy was saying and I thought" Waitasecond. Whatsgoingon here?' I mean 
sorrecfitwas hewasrriurridingbutnorrriallyl canrelyon — you kncwwd respeaking 
the[same] languageandl canfigureitout but because itwas an alienworldthatthe/ 
werediscussingl was real lyunfarri liar. (Sharon transcri pti, P- 33of51) 

A I though Sharon spoke the same language as the people on the tape she 
was not familiar with the discourse and could not easily dedpher the 
conversation. T he contentof research tapes is often tied to the culture of 
a disdpline or discourse that has itcwn language and set of cultural 
norms. Evidence of her difficulties took shape on the transcript 

T here was so often vocabul ary thatwas parti cul ar to thei r oontextand to the work that 
the/wereddng ItwastotallyfbneigntDmeandsol kneA/l wasgettingitwongand in 
sorrecasesitwould have been helpful [fbrthereseancher]tpjustsitdcwnandtalkte)me 
alitUebitaboutvNhatthisfthereseanch] isaboutandvNhatkindofvocabularyl amgoing 
to encounter I probably madelotsofnistakeswitingdcwnthewordsasl heardthern 
vUichwasrftatall XAhatwassaid and she [the researcher] would kncwthedifference 
(Sharon transcri pti, p. 37 of 51) 

The problem with relying on researchers to knew/ the difference is that 
often the/ are not the i ntervie/vers Sharon's suggestion for researchers 
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to provi de i nformati on about tbe research focus and sped al i zed 
vocabulary to the person transcribing before the work begins wfiile 
useful, is only one of many strategies necessary to ensure that the 
transcript produced is as representative as possible of the recorded 
conversation. 

When cultural di fferences exist between parti d pants and those who 
interactto collect/oonstructdatq i nd udi ng the transcri ber, issues of 
trustworthiness require further consideration. Edmond described 
drojmstanceswhien tapes resulting from intervi^AS he conducted vvth 
partidpants of a similar cultural background (speaking English as a 
second language) were gven to another research assistant to transcri be 

Tm[Edrmnd] cfSouthAfri can heritageandtherewereexpressionsthatvNfire being used 
that [the person transcribing the intervieA/l conducted] could td I listening to the tapel 
understood because I was engaging in the conversation with the partidpants in the 
intervie/vl knsAAAhatwas going on buti didrltthinkastheintervisAer, todarityonthe 
tapeatthetimeitwassaid. Ijustassumedthatitmadesensp realized laterthatitdidiit 
(Edmond, transcri pti, p. 16of44) 

In this case the transcriber's inability to work with sections of the tapes 
WHsnotrelatBd to the prcifidencyoftheintErvi^Aeds English buttothe 
culturally grounded, implidtknowiedgehelacked. Asheconductedthe 
i ritErvi^A/Edrncnd was rotcognizaritcif these seerniri^yrorrnal cultural 
connections thatwcxjid later pi ^havccfcr the person hi red to transcri be 
the tape 

Cultural complications often multi ply when research stretches across 
countries and aontinents One transcri ber described a prgect where the 
partidpants wore situated in India a place fcreign to the prindpal 
researcher. T he researcher had very limited kncwiedgecif the language 
spoken by partidpants A speaker of the local language who kn®A/ 
ninimal English with theresearcherpresentin the room conducted the 
intervi^AS The intervi^AS wore audiotaped and later, upon return to 
Canada the prindpal researcher asked a parti d pant-transcriber in cur 
Study, who had a si nil ar language background as the partidpants in the 
I ndiastudy totranslatetheaudiotapesfiomthelocal language to English 
The I aststepinprodudng a transcri ptwas the orignal researcher taking 
the English tapes and transcri bi ng them Even the rrost liberal -ninded 
would havetoask what kind erf re/presentati on this researcher achi^ed 
with such a process to turn tape into text Whatdi stance is an acoeptable 
distance between researcher/intervi^AorAranscriber and data befere 
questions erf trustworthi ness are rai sed? We suggest that degrees of 
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di Stance hav/e not often been addressed i n research aonte>cte or after the 
fact because for the most part researchers are not required to preside 
transparenq/ of method wth respect to transcription or methodology 
in general vUnen they report on their research. A Ithough researchers 
have recommended the use of audit trails to address questions of 
credibility (Lincoln & Cuba 19B5), the call for transparenq/ of method 
(Constas 199^ continues to be taken lightly 

Many of the eight parti d pant- transcri bers indicated that the 
transcriber’s degree of investment in the work was tied to the distance 
between the transcriber and data collected. A s distance decreased, 
feel i ngs of i nvestment often grejv stronger. T ranscri bers d ai mi ng 
investmentappearedtothinkdeeplyaboutthepracticeof research, often 
be/ond a focus on transcription. Both Nora and Nelson spoke expl id tly 
about their investment in the research. Nora explained: 

I careaboutthedatathatwearecd I acting TveactLiallygoneoutandccjllectBdthedata 
TmresponsiblefcrdoingscmecftheintErvieAfi . . . Its meaningful \Acrk I'mintEnested. 
I'minvested. I really feel that (N org transcripti, pp. 12-14of 5^ 

N elson had a variety of transcription experiences H e transcribed his 
cwo research tapes was hired for isdated " hallwe/ tapes" and was 
invdved in intervioA^ng and transcribing tapes in long-term externally 
funded prgects H e made connections between his I o/el of involvement 
in the research prgectand the transcri pts ultimately produced. 

T hereareabsdutEly thosesItuationsxAhereasagrad student you kroA/you need some 
mone/ and you start canvass! ng professors i n the hal I ways or whera/er you can I i kg 
" Doyou have any tapes aval I able?' Tve[a/en] e-mailed them Sodefinitely Tvedone 
alotcfextemal transcription. Theintemal onesd^ rifely makeaworidofdifferencg to 
bewhatl term" I nvesfed and committed" totheprej ect I thi nk I takethe transcri ption 
much more seriously. Tm more meticulous ... I'm less perfunctory about it and 
lackadaisical aboutthewhdeprgect (Ndsog transcripti, p. 6of2^ 


Ethical Considerations 

Throu^ dose scrutiriy of our research process and in particular our 
transcription practices we expanded our understandings of ethical 
oonductinaonducting respectful research (Ti Me/ 199^. During the prg ect 
challenges extended be/ond questionsofhcw/todispl^ talk as written 
text to indude ethical oonsiderations of respectful re/presentation. For 
example ourtransoT ption dedsionsinflueriGedthelookofthetranscri pts 
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produced. T he parti d pant-transcribers in our study oftEn took this look 
seriously seeing the transcript as a reflection of themselves. I n our 
prel i mi nary synopses v\^ i nd uded a statement remi ndi ng our 
parti d pants of the differences i nherent between pdished, weitten te>ct 
and talk that has been written down. Despite this many of our 
parti d pant-transcribers expressed disappdntmentwkien they saw the 
resul ts of thei r tal k bd ng turned i nte te>ct Seerni ng tej udge by standards 
of formal writing they fdtthe/ appeared irxoherentcr illiterate A ndrea 
reacted aski ng " WOW, isthiswkiatl sound like talking? . . . rny gosh I 
den' te/en make sensd' (A ndrea transcript^ p. 1 of15). Edmond shared 
a similar feeling responding "Firstcaf all, I was blown aw^ by hew/ 
irxoherentl sound" (Edmond, transcripts p. 1 of IQ. Fermanyofthe 
partid pants the paper re/presentaticn was not what the/ expected and 
thei rflrstvie/\ing oftentimes resul ted in feelings of inadequaq/ Fersome 
partidpants those feelings were al I e/iated quickly when we discussed 
this issue with them butfer others this was notthe case A s researchersi 
we were remi nded of the need to prepare partid pants fer the look of 
transcripts prior to sending them copies, a process esped ally important 
when partidpants have pr&/iously experienced having their words 
turned against them cr being margnalized through media and other 
discourses 

A second reaction to the returned transcripts was cenoemen the part 
of transcri bers about the type and arnouritcf inferrnatien disdesed. 
Sharon described feelings of " uneasiness' vvth the contEnt of her first 
intervi^/v 

I had momentscfuneasinessasl readthetranscriptThathastDdovN/iththefactthatl'm 
disGussing \Aork other peopldswork and I'm not sure vhiether . . . you knewjust 
moment5ofuneasines& ThatsxAh/l'mgoingtDbereally car^l thatvNemakesurethat 
peqaldsworkisritidentifiadeanda/enthatl'mnotidentifiade (Sharon transcri pt2 pp 
4-5of 23 

Tohelp al I e/i ate the transcribers urieasiriessatiout hew/ they would be 
re/presented in print we provided themvvth copies of manuscripts that 
wa submitted for publi cation and welcomed their comments and 
feedback. 

1 1 was d ear from our oonversati ens that most of the parti d pant- 
transcri bers had notsi gted or thou^taboutthe neoessi ty of transcri bers 
si gningoonfldentiality agreements I n most research studies individuals 
agree to partid pate with a guarantee of a oertai n degree of anonymity 
and oonfidentiality. A risk, to wkiich partidpants have not agreed, is 
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creatEd vUnen tapes are given to transcribers vvthout confidentiality 
agreements bei ng si gned. 

DISCUSSION 

Throu^Toutthis research prgect v\>e were oonstantly turning a critical 
lens on our ewe research practioes We took great care to examine our 
transcription process and to put in plaoestrategestDlend credibility to 
our research. We were the researchers intervieAers and transcribers 
and were i nvested i n the research. This is often not the case particularly 
atthis time in Canada when educational researchers are eroauraged to 
col I aborate within and across universities countries and continents to 
designmegaprgects to compete for funding Thedistarxedynamicthat 
is creatEd, that separates researcher from raw data espedally in large 
prgects also needs to be considered in relation to methodological 
dedsionsand the practice of research. Other research credibility issues 
connected to this distarKKdynamio are important to address butwith 
I i mi tEd space thi s arti d e focuses sped fi cal I y on the Wyork of transcri pti on 

Implications of the Research 

We offer the follcwing points for researchers to consider when hiring 
others to turn their research tapes i nto texts whileacknewfedgng that 
^en when researchers choose to complete the Wyork themselves similar 
care must be applied to the process 

We cond ude from the data col I ected thatthe ded si on rel ated to who i s 
to compl ete the Wyork of transcription is an important issue that needs to 
be considered at the research design stage We recommend that when 
possibe individuals hi red to transcribe have connections to the research 
to encourage their investment Comprehensive discussions betwyeen 
researchers and transcri bers about the complexity of the process and 
thewy^sinwhichtalkvvll be re/presented in textare necessary Whether 
the research involves one or multiple individuals transcribing tapes 
researchers need to estabi ish a set of conventions appropriate to the 
purpose of the research as Wyel I as plans for analysis Creating a ^stem 
whereby individualstranscribing feel free to ask questions and are able 
to receive feedback vv 1 1 also be helpful in the production of quality 
transcri pts A Ithough a ^stem to check transcri ption qual ity vvl I need 
to be context-sped fiq influenced by the size and character of the research, 
sucha^stemvvll lend credibility to research outeomes One step in the 
process mi ght be to listen to tapes vvth completed transcri ptin hand, a 
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practiae helpful in disoeming oertain types of mistakes that influence 
transcript quality When the number of research tapes pr&zents this 
degree of checki ng researchers could check a selection of transcri pts, 
espedally those that transcribers self-report as ha\/ing been difficultto 
transcribe (Poland, 199^. 

CONCLUSION 

A n enormous amount of qualitative data is and vvll continue to be 
coUected through the useofaudio(orvideo) tapes and the quality of the 
transcription process vvll dictate to a large degree the quality of 
transcripts produced. We agree vvth Silverman (1994) v\tiQ vUnile 
describing " group data-analysis session^' as a means of assuring the 
reliability of transcri pts oornrneritEd that the perfect trariscriptvvas net 
achi e/able 

ItisimportantherethatxAedonotdeludeourselvesintDseekinga" perfect' transcript 
T nanscri pts can al ways be i mp rcved and the search for perfecd on i s i 1 1 usory and ti me- 
consuning R ather the aim is to arriveatan agreed transcript adequate fbrthetask at 
hand. (p. 14^ 

N o generalized methed is available to produce the perfect transcri pt 
hcKAy^er, i nformed w^s exi stto go about the werk of transcri ption that 
contri bute to the credi bi I i ty of research outoomes T he practi oe of 
assi gni ng transcri pti on to someone other than the researcher i s I i kel y to 
continue in light of time and other constraints most researchers face 
vUnen conducting qualitative research. A Ithough perfect transcri pts do 
notexist the degree C3f match between tape and textwill vary vvth the 
amount C3f care taken i n the transcri ption process 

Stories of limited directions minimal support and lack of appropriate 
equi pmentconfi rm our posi ti on thattranscri pti on conti nues to be pushed 
to the margins of the research prexess When researchers treat 
transcription as a chore ignoring the complexities of the process 
individuals hired to transcribe are encouraged to hold sinilar vieAS, 
pladng little value on the process and as a result endangering the 
credibility of researcher^ findings 

Transcriber^ stories caftheirexperierKDes indudingthestrategesthe/ 
de/el oped and theded si ons made in situ, bringintovioA/the interpretive 
analytical, and theoretical aspects of turning tape into text They 
described situations that illustrate the misrepresentation of data 
resulting from their transcri pti ended si ons I nail cases researchers were 
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onthereoeivingend oftranscriptsoonstructEd by transcribers vUTOvvyere 
distanced, by various degrees, from tbe data oollectEd and these 
transcri pts pi ^ed a prominent role in researcher^ analyses The stories 
told highlightthe v\>^s in v\hich transcription is tied to issues of data 
trustwerthi ness and the risks researchers take ty not considering the 
process seriously 

The experiences explored in this artide are spedfic to particular 
transcribers contexts and research prgects hcAAever, the stories 
presented hold promise for others as a backdrop to critique their c^ao 
research practices When qualitative data are collected through audio/ 
video taping transcription work is an integral part of the research 
process deserving serious attention. 
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APPENDIX A: TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 

Sounds: 

T hi nki ng belbre someone speaks 
I've n»/er thought of that belbre 

A ffl rmative sounds 

E i steni ng + enaouragirent 
Environmental sounds 

urn , ah 

hmph (=huhm, ha, huh) 

yup (=yep), yeah (=yah, yea, ya) 

uhum (=aha, uha, mmm) 

(tapping), (knock at door), (shuffling papers) 

Tone of speaker 

Eouder 

CAPITAE TETTERS 

Demon strati v e exp ressi on s 
Words spoken v\fiile laughing 
Eaughto" v\yhen both parties are 
laughing at something 

Other 

(laughing) 

(1 aughter) 

(coughing), (sighing), do. 

Pauses +5 seoonds 

(pause) 

1 nterruptions 

use (inter.) XAfiere the break happens 

Self-talk or repeating \Ahat 
someone el se sal d 

LI se " quotes" 

Repetition 

Type out the repeated words, words, 
words 

Punctuati on 
end of thought 

end of phrase / dause 
thought not oompl eted 

a period (.) at the end of the Gorrplete 
idea 

use a comma C) 

use an ellipse. . . as the thought trails off 

C noss-tal k: two or more speakers 
speak! ng at the sarre ti rre / ever 
each other 

(CT) 

Tape is undear/ muffled 
and carit make out v\ord or 
phrase of one speaker 

(i ndi sti ngui shabi e word / phrase) 




